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Programme Notes

——— G

Academic Festival Overture, Op. 80 Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Born in Hamburg into a relatively humble family, Johannes Brahms was to establish
himself in Vienna, where, for many, he came to seem the natural heir to Beethoven,
as Robert Schumann had suggested, soon after their first meeting in 1853 and shortly
before Schumann's mental breakdown and early death. In 1880 Brahms had been
awarded an honorary doctorate at the University of Breslau and it was hoped that he
would mark the occasion by a new composition. Brahms chose to provide the Academic
Festival Overture, which he conducted in Breslau the following year. He scored the piece
for an orchestra of Wagnerian dimensions, a piccolo, pairs of flutes, oboes, clarinets
and bassoons, with a double bassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, bass
tuba, three timpani, bass drum, cymbals and strings. His Tragic Overture of 1880 was
written as a companion piece, a contrast and counterweight.

For the Academic Festival Overture, a title that he at first considered too formal, Brahms
made use of a series of student songs. The work starts with a C minor introduction,
shifting to C major as the trumpets introduce the first subject, a chorale-like version
of the student song Wir hatten gebauet ein stittliche Haus (We had built a fine house),
two more student songs follow, one providing the second subject, and a third heard first
from the bassoons, the freshman's Was kommt dort in der Hoh (What comes there from
afar). The whole piece ends with a version of the well-known Gaudeamus igitur (So let
us rejoice), marked Maestoso, a culmination that, as has been suggested, might make
the whole work seem an answer to Wagner's C major Overture to The Mastersingers of
Nuremberyg.

Night Music: Voices in the Leaves Dmitri Yanov-Yanovsky (b. 1963)

Dmitri Yanov-Yanovsky was born in Tashkent and was first taught by his father, Felix
Yanov-Yanovsky, at the Tashkent Conservatory. Encouraged by other composers,
including Alfred Schnittke and Sofia Gubaidulina, he went on to further study abroad,
absorbing various influences and inspiring in him an ultimate admiration for the
work of Ligeti and of Luciano Berio. His interest in the music of his native country
has brought a use of Uzbek elements, instruments and themes, skilfully woven into his
music.

Night Music: Voices in the Leaves is scored for an ensemble of nine players, flute, clarinet,
two percussion players, harp, piano, violin, viola and double bass, recorded tape and



solo cello and was commissioned by Yo-Yo Ma's Silk Road Project, a fruitful venture
founded in 1998 to foster multi-disciplinary cross-cultural achievements. The success of
the work resulted in a commission for a Cello Concerto for Yo-Yo Ma, which had its first
performance in 2010. Night Music: Voices in the Leaves makes use of a recorded song
from an old woman in Uzbekistan, part of the song given by the composer to the solo
cello.

Symphony No. 1 in D, Op. 25, ‘Classical’  Sergey Prokofiev (1891-1953)

Allegro

Larghetto

Gavotta: Non troppo allegro
Molto vivace

Sergey Prokofiev, one of the leading composers of his generation in Soviet Russia,
suffered the changes of fortune inevitable in the political and social circumstances of
the time. Precocious as a child, he was trained before the Revolution of 1917 at the
St. Petersburg Conservatory, showing little respect there for his elders, including the
director of the Conservatory, Glazunov. After the establishment of the Bolshevik
regime in 1917, he was able, with permission from the new authorities, persuaded in
part by his Classical Symphony, to attempt a career abroad, first in America and then in
France. In 1936, however, he returned to Russia, where he had always maintained links,
only to find himself increasingly out of favour with the official musical establishment.
Like Shostakovich and others, he suffered in the condemnation of formalism of 1948,
and died on the same day as Stalin, unable, therefore, to benefit from any subsequent
modifications of government policy.

In his Symphony No. 1 in D, the so-called Classical Symphony, Prokofiev set out to write
a modern approximation to the style of Haydn, at the same time experimenting with
composition away from the piano. The result was a work of great charm, clear in its
neoclassical outline and demanding all the careful attention to detail that the eighteenth
century suggested. The symphony was first performed in Petrograd in the early months
of 1918, and was well received by the public and by the new People's Commissar for
Education. It is scored for pairs of flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, horns and trumpets,
with three timpani and strings. The sonata-form first movement of the symphony is
followed by a lyrical A major slow movement and a quirky Gavotte, the movement first
composed, its principal melody with a strange twist in the tail. The last movement,
which replaced an earlier finale, is again in sonata form, bringing to an end a work of
wit, elegance and charm.



Cello Concerto in A Minor, Op. 129 Robert Schumann (1810-1856)

Nicht zu schnell

Langsam
Sehr lebhaft

The son of a writer and publisher, Robert Schumann, in common with a number of
other composers of his generation, had marked literary proclivities. As a musician he
must initially have seemed something of a dilettante. With the support of a well-known
piano teacher, Friedrich Wieck, he was able to persuade his mother and guardian, after
his father's death, to allow him to give up university studies to concentrate on music,
but his unwillingness to follow a consistent course of technical work and weakness
in his fingers, the possible result of mercury treatment for a venereal infection, made
his contemplated career as a concert pianist impossible. His marriage to the pianist
Clara Wieck, his former teacher's favourite daughter, came about in 1840, but only
after prolonged litigation with his future father-in-law. After his marriage there was an
uneasy decade in which he turned from writing piano music to compositions generally
on a larger scale. His career eventually led to an appointment that seemed to offer security
as director of music in Diisseldorf. There, however, the demands of a position that had
proved uncomfortable enough for other musicians, brought a mental breakdown. After
an attempt at suicide, he succumbed, in 1854, to final insanity. He died in 1856.

Schumann wrote his Cello Concerto in 1850, describing it in his own list of compositions
as a Konzertstiick. It came, therefore, during the first period of his tenure in Diisseldorf,
at the time of the composition of the Third Symphony, the Rhenish. Schumann already
had some knowledge of the cello, an instrument that he had tried to play in the 1830s,
when he was forced to turn his attention away from the piano, at least as a professional
performer. The lower register of the cello poses certain problems to composers, since it
may all too easily be obscured by the orchestra. In his scoring Schumann avoided this,
but some have found deficiencies in the orchestration, leading others to re-orchestrate
the concerto in ways that are interesting, if idiosyncratic.

Woodwind chords with pizzicato strings open the concerto, the soloist entering after
a brief accompanying figure from the violins. The strongly romantic first theme is
proclaimed by the cello, which continues in prominence until the first orchestral tutti,
to be answered by a further solo passage. The rhapsodic material is developed, the
solo theme returning in F-sharp minor before the recapitulation in the original key,
with the secondary theme now duly in the tonic major. The soloist leads the way to an
expressive F major slow movement and brief reminiscences of the principal themes of
both movements before the cello leads to the finale, with arpeggios that form part of the
cello theme, the basis of the movement. An accompanied cadenza ushers in a rapid and
emphatic conclusion.

Programme notes by Keith Anderson



